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The movie version of
© Aleksandr Solzheniteyn's
* Ay A 3
-novel, “The TPirst Circle,

“now at the Quter Cirele 2, is
Ta stireing and gratifying ex-
perience after such - new
CAmerican movies as “have
the Tiger” and “The Thiel
Who Came fo Dinner.”
While “Tiger” was quite se
‘yious in mtunt and - ih.oi’
quite frivolous, T came away
from both [eeling caqually
apprehensive.  If they're
touchgtones, we may spend
the “70s  consorting . with
nothing but morally and so-
cially bankrupl “hero” fiz-
ures, treated sentimentally
in the scrious scripts and
facetiously in the frivolous
ones. Lither way the pros-
pect is grim.

“Phe First Civele” helps
to restore a sense of propov-
tion by reminding us of the
beauty of traditional hero-
ism and moral courage. Ma-
terially, the Jeading charvac-
ters have grim futwres
ahcad of them--—-further im-
prisonment and intimidation
—hut morally they keep the
faith.

“Ihe Tirst Cirele”  was
shol in Denmark, with Elsi-
nore Castle serving as the
principal  location, by the
noted Polish director Alex-
ander Ford, A widely ve-
spected, pioncering fidure in
the history of Tolish  film-
making, Ford began making
documentavies ond features
in the late 205 and worke:d

as a docwmoentavian in the
Soviet Union during World
War 11, e grganized the
Polish  Army  Film Unit,
which became a nucleus of
the postwir movie indus(ry,
and in 1935 he beemne artis-
tic direetor of the “Studio"
filmy unit, which spawned most
of the major new talents and
‘works of the Polish {ilm re-
surgence in the late *50s and
carly ‘Gus, : R

The story takes place in
the winter of 104950 ol a

unicue sort of seientifie res

itute in a suburb
One of {he uni

search it
of Mozceow

que aspecis s that the scen-
{ists,  mothemadicians and
envineers cinploved at the

institute ave emploved by
force. They  are political
prisoners, assembled  from
various hard Inbor camps (o
WOrk on deviees i
improve the clficieh (\'

auld

proved

¢ Circle’
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peace of mind of Stalin and
the seeret police—ie., fele-
phone busaing and antibuo-
ding cquipment, voice
graphs. efe. The terrible
irony of the situation is that
the men can only sueeeed
human beinasit they fail as
scientists. 11 they fail, they
face a return to Siberia.

The project is hounded
from the start by burcau-
eratic pressure: Stalin and
his subordinates expect the
inventions to be delivered

by fixed dates, which inovi-

tably prove to be unrealis-
tic.  Under the circum-
stances, "i’s  both  natural
and desiztble for the in-
mates  to  prolong their
acoustical rescarches  and
tinkering for as long as pos-
sible ' Considering the
choices before  them, one
could scarcely blame any of
the men for trying to give
the authoritics what they
want, so  their  deliberate
failure, procrastination and
defiance scem even more
heroie and juspiring. They
repress  (heir discoveries
and breakthrougshs, knowing
that they would be used ag

instruments  of  social ang
political reprossion.
The principal ficure, Sol

zhonitsyn's ¢ mi-autabio-
fraphical hero, i3 the splen-
cidiy defiant Gleb Nerzhin,
amathermatician and formey
artitlery officer, 3o is heau-
Ufully  embodicd  on e
sereen by Gunther Mal-

zacher, an actor with sharp,
rawboned features  rather
ke the  Ameriean  actor

Fritz. Weaver ond with
afrecablvivonic presence,
The wovels  variety  gf
chacters and wealth of in-
formation  don't  make i
onto the sercen, ard even
sonie of the hnovorta n (‘hn—
acters who remoin, lite L.
bin, who tries {o .(.'.lh
his eommunicl comvictions
while beint peraseuted by
the  Soviet  yeoime, et
radher  ctaary freannent.,
Noevsibn i othe onty fullv e
alived chinraecter in the 1,
bl for wovie purposes he's
probabdy cofticient and as
vontemporiry movie bero

an

Soc
P

Alexander  Ford's  best-
known tilms of the post-war
period  were  “Rive Jovs
from Barska Street,” “Ihe
Young Chopin? “The
Eiehth Day of the Weok”
and “Kuights ot the Teu-
tonie Order.” e finally teft
Poland in 1968, evidentlv in
reaction to increasing cen-
sorehip and anti-Semitism.
Ford Hegan working on a
movie adaptation of “The
Iirst Cirele” while living in
Israel (he had shot a feature
called “Sabra” in Palestine
in 1934). ’

The production, acquired
for domestic release by Par-
amount, was shot with a lu-
Fopean cast, predominantly
Scandinavin, speaki Ing unin-
fleeted Enzlish lines., Othoer
actors read the dialogue for
the sound track, and while
the dubbing has its obtru-
sive and holiow snots, the
voices are good and the
technique tolerahly cffoe-
tive, “The Fivst (uo]o” mayv
also prove logg (i)\f!d(lll]f!
for Amarvicon audiences be.
cause the voices are Amoeri.
cin Theatrical, rather than
Sritish - Theatrical, as  in
“One Day in the Life of
Ivan Denisovieh.”

I’'ord has made a virtue of
many of his limited re-
sources. Jt appears he had
Lo work in fairly tizht -
terg, and the film bhas an up-
usual number of closcuns,
particularly  for a  wide-
sereen production. However,
the lightine and compasition
are extremely attractive and
profexsionally canny, FPord’s
closeups never resemble Lol
evision closeups, The selee-

tionn of  aciors s cgualiy
astule: the faces thenselves
are strong, and they atwracy

«nd hold one's ctiention,
There ave dups in the con-

tnuity  and  abrupt Grane
itions that lead one to suse
pect Paramount may have .
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dotie some frlmming here
and there. For the most part
Ford's screenplay (prepared
with the assistance of his
wife, who was born in the
United States) scems to be
an intelligent condensation
of the novel. Ford hasnu't
tried to duplicate the scope
of the book, but he does sue-
ceed in tranamitting its cen-
tral conflict and moral fer-
vor to the sercen He is true
{o the spirit of Solzhenit-
syn's work,

Like the novel, the film
tends 1o obscure the strictly
moral nature of the dissi-
dents’ vietory over their jail-
ors, One can’t ignore the
fact that the inventions this
non-cooperative group fails
to provide were eventunlly
provided by others willing
and even avid to cooperate,
but the artists scem to ig-
nore il. )

s not unusual for mys-
ties to  overcstimate the
practical effects of their
personal example, to attain
a purity and stren#th of con-
viction few of us can share.
The behavior of a Solzhenit-
syn or Nevzhin is heroic and

cxemplary, but the Soviet
political svstem makes it
virtually impossible for that

hv‘mwm (o carry any politi-

cal clout, fo change things
tangibly.  Over  here  we
maintain thd  status  quo

Informalty: the digsi-
dents can still complain pub-
licly, but more often than
not nobody listens.

MMPA Rating: R
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